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So when this world’s compounded union breaks,


Time ends, and to old Chaos all things turn,


Confused stars shall meet….


—Marlowe, Lucan’s Pharsalia







 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


THE SONG OF LAST THINGS FIRST: FOUR QUICK CANTOS


1.


HEIGH-HO! IT’S TIME TO SING of the ending of time! Yes, the death of worlds, the crumbling of the continuum, the great Folding-In of the Gloriously Unfolded. Here is how it came about: this is what befell in the Time of the Falling of the Stars, which led to the Crossing of the Dark, which brought about the Birth of the Universe. For what we are gathered here to pay homage to today is the Grand Circularity of Everything.


First things first and last things last, that’s the way of the worlds—but also last things first, as you will be amply shown. That’s how it always goes: how it always has gone, how it always must. The cosmos is a serpent with its tail in its mouth, and who is to say which is the beginning and which the end? Not I, not you, not any of us.


2.


—IF THE SONG HAS NO BEGINNING and no end, where shall we start?


—Why not start, for the sake of starting somewhere, with the planet that once was called Earth, and will be called Earth again in distant times to come? We will be visiting that Earth-to-come in a little while. We’ll stop off at a couple of other places first; but Earth-to-come is our real destination. Earth’s destination is another matter altogether.


3.


YOU KNOW WHERE EARTH IS. The third planet of a smallish middle-aged yellowish sun in the Milky Way galaxy, etc., etc. You probably call it Earth, yes, but some of your neighbors on your little planet call it La Tierra and others know it as Die Erde and still others as La Terre, and so on and so on, a hundred different names for the good old Mondo simultaneously in use all around the globe, there where you sit in the early twenty-first century, as such things are tallied under the widely prevalent Christian way of counting such units. (Though your twenty-first century also happened to be the fifteenth century of Islam and the fifty-ninth century by Hebrew reckoning, just to name a couple of the calendars that are currently functioning in the era when you live.)


But in the middle years of the Ninth Mandala everyone has swung around to calling it Earth again. They find it amusing to revive the dear old name after so many thousands of centuries of neglect.


The Ninth Mandala, which is the era where we choose to enter our story, lies at a time extremely far in the future. That’s the first displacement adjustment you need to make. There will be more.


4.


HOW FAR IN THE FUTURE? Very far. I can’t be more precise than that. All I can tell you is that we’re going to be looking in on the year 777 of Cycle 888 of the 1111th Encompassment of the Ninth Mandala.


What does that mean? Not much, to me, to you. Heigh-ho! A long time from now, that’s what it means, and more than that I can’t really say. But even at this distance we are able to see, through the mists of immense time, various people of that era in their various characteristic attitudes.


We have a hero—however reluctant he may be to play that part. We have a heroine, certainly. We may even have a villain or two—for there’s still a little villainy around in the highly civilized Ninth Mandala.


Here’s our unwilling hero: Hanosz Prime of Prime, thinking about giving up the ownership of a world.


Here’s our heroine, Sinon Kreidge’s lovely daughter Kaivilda, waiting for Hanosz Prime to come for a visit and change the course of history, among other things.


Here’s grim old Sinon Kreidge himself, thinking—to his very great surprise—about the possibility that he may finally have to die.


Those are some of the people whose stories we sing here. They happen to be immortal, by the way, all but Hanosz Prime, who was born on the wrong planet. The other two are Earthfolk, and immortality is one of the little bonuses of life on Earth in the 1111th Encompassment of the Ninth Mandala. The whole universe envies the Earthfolk their freedom from death, but nowhere else has the trick been managed. On all the other worlds, people live for a merely stupendous span of time, measured not in decades but in centuries. On Earth, though, they long ago stopped having to die at all.


But it is late, very late, in the cosmic scheme of things. The fun is beginning to come to a stop. The End of All Creation is approaching, actually. The Time of the Falling of the Stars is at hand.


Heigh-ho! It is the ultimate disaster. Let us sing, for what else is there to do? Scratch? Sleep? Cry?


Heigh-ho!


AN OCCURRENCE AT VYEPTOS STATION


THERE’S NOBODY HUMAN AT VYEPTOS STATION. There isn’t even anybody alive there. It’s just an automatic free-orbit monitoring outpost, somewhere out in the dark airless midst of the Milky Way, a goodly distance from Earth.


It was put there long ago—in Sixth Mandala times, it was—for some reason that nobody remembers or cares about any longer, and there it still is, eternally gliding through the endless night, traveling from nowhere to nowhere. It looks like a gigantic silvery bug, with many-faceted golden eyes sticking out here and there, measuring and recording this and that. Among the things that Vyeptos Station monitors is the Gravitational Constant. It also checks on the Interstitial Electromagnetic Current, the Mean Plasmatic Pressure, the Universal Ionization Factor, the Intergalactic Fog Quotient, and a number of other such details. It keeps track of the depth of the Galactic Abyss, measures the relative positions of the various adjacent galaxies, and takes the measure of the Total Mass of the Galaxy. It does all this a thousand times a day.


A thousand times a day, also, the automatic devices at Vyeptos Station encode their data and beam it toward listening posts on ten thousand different worlds, one of them the world that once again is called Earth. The information that Vyeptos Station has been sending out with such inexhaustible diligence since the remote era of the Sixth Mandala is duly recorded, entered in the archives of this world and that one, and—generally—ignored.


Occasionally someone does look at the input coming from Vyeptos Station. Those who do eventually notice one very odd fact: the figure for Total Mass of the Galaxy has been diminishing ever so slightly since the station’s earliest days. Each measurement indicates the presence of a few atoms less than the one before. No one is quite sure why that should be, though there have been many speculative theories. It isn’t regarded as cause for alarm—not to those who stop to consider how many atoms the galaxy contains. They feel pretty confident that it can spare a few, and maybe more than a few.


But Vyeptos Station, though it has no intelligent mind on board and certainly is unaware of its own reason for existing, nevertheless is equipped to emit danger signals when things seem to be heading in a dangerous direction, even if the recipients of its information aren’t paying much attention to what it has to say. Since the days of the Sixth Mandala it has dutifully been taking note of the daily disappearance of a handful of atoms from the galaxy-at-large. Vyeptos Station isn’t worried about that. Vyeptos Station isn’t programmed to worry about anything. But it is programmed to do its job. And the cumulative and aggregate loss of mass has by this time crossed a certain predesignated threshold level. There are signs of a spectral blue-shift within the galaxy, too: local indications of the motion of matter toward the galactic center. It’s time to send out word of trouble.


So on a certain day in the 1111th Encompassment of the Ninth Mandala, Vyeptos Station broadcasts a little distress signal:


CAUTION. GALACTIC MASS DETERIORATION HAS NOW REACHED LEVEL FOUR INTENSITY. CAUTION. CAUTION. CAUTION.


It sends that signal far and wide for twenty-four Galactic Standard Hours, as it was told to do long ago.


Then it stops doing so, and goes back to its regular routine of gathering information and tabulating numbers.


Vyeptos Station has just told anybody who’s listening that the destruction of the galaxy that contains Earth is now a certainty. Certain confirmations have been ascertained and the process is not going to halt until the entire galaxy has been consumed, one atom at a time. The process is very likely going to continue indefinitely, as a matter of fact, and sooner or later the entire rest of the universe will suffer the same fate. This is not something about which Vyeptos Station is seriously concerned. Vyeptos Station, by its very nature, doesn’t give a damn about the larger implications of the information it collects.


The question is: Does anybody else?


HANOSZ PRIME IS FEELING OLD


THE NIGHT BEFORE HE DECIDED to be reborn for the second time, Hanosz Prime of Prime dreamed of howling whirlwinds and fields of fire-thistles, voices speaking out of the face of the sun, rivers of hot flame flowing through the streets of the capital city of the planet of which he was sole proprietor and hereditary absolute monarch.


(That’s a fine and fancy name: Hanosz Prime of Prime. Fine and fancy, yes, a resonant treasure handed down across the centuries in his family to the eldest sons of the eldest sons. His birth-name actually was Hanosz Algolom Zeptilov Lebilak Gamifon Zwee plus a long string of binary numbers; but ever since he had inherited his title, a little more than a century ago, everyone had called him simply Hanosz Prime, or just Prime. And so will we.)


He was awake when he had the dream, for sleep as we understand the concept was long obsolete in Hanosz Prime’s era. But it was a dream all the same, and a very disturbing one indeed: like an ancient curse returning, like an old disease flaring up anew. He had been much afflicted by violent dreams, disjointed and bewildering, when he was younger, in both his previous lives: strange spirals and whorls of light, stars dancing in the sky, comets disappearing into a well of blackness, and more. But this was the first time in years that any such tempestuous vision had troubled his mind. And if he had needed anything more to convince himself that it was time to be reborn again, that dream was sufficient.


He had been feeling old and weary for some time now. As well he should, you might think, considering that he had already lived two hundred years and a little over.


But in fact Hanosz Prime was still a young man, as age was reckoned in the 1111th Encompassment of the Ninth Mandala: a lifetime that had covered only a couple of hundred years so far wasn’t very much, really. On his world—Prime, it was called, some seven hundred thousand parsecs away, one of several million extragalactic planets that had been colonized by settlers from Earth and her daughter worlds quite some time back (it was in the 513th Encompassment of the Seventh Mandala: that long ago!)—on his world, as I was saying, people often lived three thousand years, or even seven thousand, as Hanosz Prime’s grandfather had.


That doesn’t mean that there was any easy escape from the aging process for those people, even so. To remain youthful you had to undergo the rebirth process at regular intervals—that is to say, you had to go through the whole unpleasant dreary affair of growing old and then flush your body clear of the poisons of age—about once a century, say—to make it new and young again. You could do that over and over: up to a certain point, anyway. (Unless you happened to live on Earth, in which case you could keep going indefinitely, at least until now.)


So Prime, though still quite young in Ninth Mandala terms, had already had the experience of growing old a couple of times in his two hundred years. And—to borrow a line from a wise man of our own era—Prime hadn’t liked getting old any more than you will.


(The difference between Prime’s situation and yours or mine is that he was spared the whole nasty business of sagging flesh and spreading waistlines and blurry eyesight and graying hair and hardening arteries, because Prime had the good fortune to live in the Ninth Mandala, when hair and arteries were obsolete concepts and all the other manifestations of bodily decay that you see around you every day were kept in check by nifty homeostatic processes of automatic bioenergetic correction. Growing old, for Hanosz Prime and his friends and neighbors, was more of an inward matter: a growing creakiness of the soul, a corrugation of the psyche, a stiffening of the spiritual synapses. They would start to feel sour and petty and crabbed. Life would lose its joy and its juice. Physically, they could still do pretty much anything that they had been able to do when they were young; but they no longer felt like doing it.)


(That was what they understood as being old. It was a lousy way to be. So they did something about it. They provided themselves with a brand new lease on life.)


And now—the old turbulent dream of his youth coming back to haunt him anew, the whirlwinds and fire-thistles and mysterious voices and rivers of fire—the return of the grim hallucinations that had polluted his repose long ago—


If all that was going to start up again, Hanosz Prime decided, he had better see to it that he was young enough to withstand it.


“Prepare the tank,” Hanosz Prime said to his high advisers and counselors. “Tonight I go in.”


They looked at each other in dismay: for anything could happen, anything at all, while someone was in the rebirth tank. But they too had known the time for Hanosz Prime’s next rebirth was coming near; and now it had arrived, and there was nothing they could do about it. For Hanosz Prime had issued his decree; and on the world called Prime, the word of Hanosz Prime was law.


(You learned just a moment or two ago that Earth is in mortal peril, up ahead there in the 1111th Encompassment of the Ninth Mandala. Doubtless you want to know more about that, now that I’ve caught your interest, and are wondering what we’re doing seven hundred thousand parsecs away—in an adjacent galaxy, as a matter of fact, the one we call the Andromeda Nebula—stopping off on the planet called Prime in the Parasol System to explore the problems of an elderly king named Hanosz Prime who is having bad dreams.)


(But there’s not that much of a hurry, actually: doomsday for Earth is still some time off, and I have good and sufficient reasons for wanting you to meet Hanosz Prime first, on his native turf. He’s going to be deeply involved in Earth’s problems, whether he wants to be or not.)


(So let’s not go to Earth right away. Let’s back up a little in space and time, instead, and come in on some events on the planet called Prime, in the Parasol system, off in the Andromeda Nebula, seven hundred thousand parsecs away.)


Only a few days before Hanosz Prime’s dream, a traveler from a distant world passing through the Parasol system had stopped by to pay a courtesy call at the court, and had spoken of Earth to Hanosz Prime. So perhaps there was a connection. Perhaps it was the traveler’s tales of the ancient world of Earth that had rekindled Hanosz Prime’s fierce hallucinatory dreams.


“And then,” the traveler had said, after a lengthy recitation of the wonders and marvels he had seen in the course of his visits to eleven solar systems of three different galaxies, “Then I went to Earth—”


“Earth?” Hanosz Prime said, feeling a faint flicker of wonder—for that was about as much wonder as he was capable of feeling, just then, age having taken its toll on him in the way that it had. “So it really exists?”


“Certainly it exists. Did you think it was only a myth?”


“There are some who think so, you know.”


The traveler—his name was Zereshk Poloi, a native of Borani in the Ghasemi system—said, smiling a little, “Surely you speak in hyperbole, Hanosz Prime. Earth is definitely real. Earth is the great mother of us all, the fount and origin of our race.”


“Yes. Yes. Of course it is.”


“And therefore it has to exist. And does. I take it you haven’t yet had an opportunity to visit the Old Galaxy at all, then?”


“I look forward eventually to the pleasure,” said Hanosz Prime, somewhat sourly.


(This was a sore point for him; because, although Prime had traveled very widely indeed for a man of his age, he had lived only two lifetimes so far, which as you know was not very many at all in the Ninth Mandala. And so—although right at this moment he certainly felt ancient and weary and feeble and very ripe for rebirth—he was in actuality still an inexperienced boy, more or less, in Ninth Mandala terms. The contradiction bothered him. To have Zereshk Poloi slyly teasing him for being raw and unseasoned just at a time when he was struggling with the fatigue of age was profoundly offensive.)


But—though Prime was heartily bored with his guest by now—he maintained a proper facade of curiosity, and said, “Tell me about Earth, then. Is it beautiful, would you say?”


A gleam of excitement came into Zereshk Poloi’s eyes. “You wouldn’t believe how beautiful Earth is! It’s beyond all comprehension. It’s a wonderland—a fantasy. A planet in a billion. In ten billion!”


“How surprising,” said Hanosz Prime languidly. “I would imagine it would be a weary, dreary, worn-out place. An eroded, abraded, used-up place, a dusty drab old hulk of a place.”


“Ah, no, no, no! Its landscape is beyond compare! Its golden hills, its green valleys, its jewel-like lakes—I tell you, Hanosz Prime, everything you see is fresh and new and strange! The Earthfolk see to it that it is.” He seemed lost in a rapture of glorious recollection. “The mist that hangs over the mountains—the shimmering colors of the air—the folds and convolutions of the landscape—oh, words fail me, Hanosz Prime. Words fail me! You simply have to see it for yourself.”


“Indeed. Perhaps some day I will,” said Hanosz Prime indifferently.


“An absolute paradise,” cried Zereshk Poloi. “And its inhabitants—”


“Yes. Its immortal inhabitants.” And Hanosz Prime sighed, for he felt anything but immortal himself these days. “What are they like, Zereshk Poloi?” he asked, forcing himself to make a show of interest, for politeness’s sake.


“Grand lords and ladies, every one of them! So few in number—just a handful of them scattered widely over the face of the planet—and all of them so rich, so gloriously rich—all possibilities lie open to them! You want to cry for joy, seeing them living their wonderful lives on that wonderful world.”


“To cry for joy,” said Hanosz Prime. “Yes.”


“I visited a dozen of them in their palaces. Lord Septa Septa—what a magnificent creature he is! And Lord Snape—Lord Klatre—you know the names?”


Hanosz Prime shook his head.


“But of all of them that I met, the most fascinating was Sinon Kreidge. A scholar—a connoisseur—a man of the highest breeding and refinement. He has a daughter—very few of them have offspring, you understand; but he does—a daughter named Kaivilda, of such delicacy and beauty and innate nobility that one feels privileged simply to stand in the same room as her. It is worth the voyage to the Old Galaxy just to meet Sinon Kreidge’s daughter Kaivilda, that much I assure you. I suspect that to enter into rapport with her would be the experience of a lifetime.”


“Indeed,” said Hanosz Prime again, dispassionately. And felt older and wearier still, for he had lately lost all interest in entering into rapport with anyone, and the famous Kaivilda’s delicacy and beauty and innate nobility tempted him not at all; but he could remember enough of what it was like to be young to feel saddened by the fact that Zereshk Poloi’s rapturous description of the marvelous Kaivilda aroused not the slightest enthusiasm in him. He saw the traveler’s excitement; he perceived his intense emotion. But he did not, could not, share it at all.


And now Prime had had enough of this chatter. Slowly, stiffly, he rose from his seat. Stiffly, slowly, he moved through the open door that led to the balcony of his royal palace. “Come,” he said to Zereshk Poloi. “A little fresh air now, I think.”


All the teeming complexity of the capital city lay spread out before them: orange-tiled roofs, glittering white stucco walls, towers of turquoise brick. It was a city of six million lively, energetic, ambitious, aggressive people. His subjects, yes. The thought of all those people out there, all those brawling, vigorous, insistent people, made old Hanosz Prime—old, though he had lived only two hundred years—feel like turning away and weeping.


“Earth,” Zereshk Poloi said. “There’s nothing like it! You’ve absolutely got to see it some day, Hanosz Prime. Such a beautiful world—such grand lords and ladies, leading such wondrous lives—”


“Grand lords and ladies,” Hanosz Prime muttered. “Leading such wondrous lives. Which are never going to end. Grand lords and ladies who are destined to live forever, while we grow old and die. The bastards! I hate them all!”


And in high fury he spat over the balcony’s edge as though hoping his spittle would travel all the way to Earth. It was the first show of any sort of real vitality that he had been able to muster in more days than he could remember.


Prime was certain then that he was just about ready for another rebirth. Such sourness and bitterness and dryness and general morbidity of soul, in the face of Zereshk Poloi’s enraptured words and shining eyes—what else could it be, if not a sign that he was just about done with this current life of his? And his terrifying dream, a few nights later, clinched it for him. If the crazy mindstorms of his earlier days were going to come back to plague him again, he needed all the strength he could summon to defend himself against them.


And so here he is, now, descending into the rebirth tank.


(It took seventy or eighty years, generally, to reach the stage when you were ripe for rebirth. Then you climbed into a crystal tank and an intricate spiderweb of machinery enfolded you like a loving mother and you slipped off into sweet oblivion for a while, and when you awoke you were young again and ready to start all over. And could go on doing it and doing it, again and again, until eventually you arrived at the annoying point where the build-up of solar poisons in your system had at last become ineradicable under any circumstances, and that would be the end of you.)


(It was the radiation of your own sun that eventually did you in. The same benevolent sunlight that brings life brings death as well, a build-up of accumulated poisons that eventually could no longer be swept away. That was the unhappy case on all the worlds of all the galaxies where life was capable of happening. With one remarkable exception, as you already know.)


(It took two or three or sometimes even eight thousand years, if you were exceptionally lucky, to get to the point of irreversible decline. But when you did, further rebirth was impossible and you finally had to die, permanently and irrevocably, unless you lived on Earth. Everyone knew that and everyone accepted it with fairly good grace. Or tried to.)


And now Hanosz Prime of Prime—“Prime” for short—sole proprietor and hereditary absolute monarch of Prime of the Parasol system, sixty-fourth in direct descent from the Founder, has undergone his second trip to the rebirth tank at the age of 200-plus-a-little. Prime has arranged to be given a new and more youthful identity-matrix construct and to be placed inside a new and more ferocious-looking body-modularity during the course of the process.


(The custom, usually, was to have yourself transferred to a new body-modularity every time you entered a new identity-matrix. Very likely your old body would emerge from the tank in perfectly fine shape, but the chances were good that you had grown bored with it over the course of the last eighty or ninety years. And why carry an old modularity that bores you over into your brand new matrix?)


And here is Hanosz Prime, then, lying in the warm nutrients of the rebirth tank, returning to consciousness now after his latest rejuvenation. He opens his eyes, sits up, stretches, and looks around. He feels younger, yes. He feels cleansed and brightened and quickened. All the sluggishness and weight of age has been taken from him.


But what’s this? he asks himself.


Strange thoughts are coursing through his rejuvenated mind. Strange emotions are assailing him. He finds himself at the center of an unexpected storm of furious feelings.


None of this is as it should be. Prime realizes that something has gone very wrong.


What Prime had been expecting was to come out of the tank feeling full of youthful vigor, pep, and zip. That was the whole point of the process.


But—as he stepped forth, rejuvenated and invigorated, glowing with health and vitality—he knew at once that somebody had miscalculated, that something had happened that should not have happened, that his entire mental outlook and fundamental personality had undergone a profound and radical shift during the course of the treatment. He wasn’t simply young again. He was young and different. Very different.


The worst part was that he didn’t give the slightest damn that he was. He was aware of what had happened—he hadn’t changed that much. But it all felt perfectly okay to him.


It had certainly been about time, Prime had figured, for his next dip in the tank. For a long time now he had been feeling terribly old. And so he wanted to feel young again, of course. Why not?


But young and callow? Young and rash? Young and irresponsible? Young and—let’s not mince words—young and foolish?


Young and totally unwilling to resume the ghastly boring task of being the sixty-fourth hereditary absolute monarch of Prime?


That was the essence of what had happened to him in the tank, this time around. It was altogether unanticipated and pretty damned explosive.


What had happened was that Prime, very suddenly, didn’t want to be king any more. The urge to rid himself of all the dreary, endless, leaden responsibilities of high office was rampaging through his newly young neural network like a roaring river in high spate, cutting deep new gullies across a formerly placid plain.


Prime itched to turn his back on his native world and clear out—to head for some far corner of the cosmos where nobody would ever ask him again to sign a decree or proclamation, to attend the ceremonial launching of a new ship, to pin a medal on some glorious military hero.


He had ruled his not inconsiderable world, a place of grand valleys and lofty snow-capped mountains and beautiful meadows and thriving cities, for one hundred and ten years, which of course in our own very distant era used to be sufficient time to live an entire life, and then some. It was hard work, being Hanosz Prime of Prime, but he had been raised for the task and he carried it out with skill and devotion. During his time on the throne he had made many great decisions; he had held the power to loose and bind, and had used it forcefully and well; he had served his loving people with all his wisdom and all his heart.


And now he wanted nothing more than to chuck the whole damned business.


Let someone else be hereditary absolute monarch of this place, Prime found himself thinking, in the first ecstatic moments of his newest rebirth. To hell with being Hanosz Prime of Prime. I’ve had enough.


That wasn’t supposed to happen. The rebirth process afforded psychological continuity; you came out basically the same person you were when you went in, but a lot more resilient, vigorous, open-minded, expansive, venturesome, and dynamic. That is to say, you retained the maturity and perspective you had acquired during the course of your life up to the point of rebirth, but when you entered your new matrix you were freed from the unavoidable sorry drag of negativistic attitudes that had come to entangle your increasingly weary psyche in the decades since your last session in the tank.


That was the way things were supposed to work, and that was how it had worked for Hanosz Prime the first time he had gone in for rebirth.


That was how he had figured it was going to work this time, too. But it hadn’t.


All the high officials of the court, naturally, were in attendance on him in the moment of his emergence from the tank. They beamed, they fawned, they kowtowed, they did all the smoothly subservient things that high officials of absolute monarchs had been doing since the idea of kingship had been invented, a couple of billion years earlier and seven hundred thousand parsecs away, along the banks of the Tigris or the Euphrates or perhaps the Nile. Eagerly they awaited the first words to fall from the lips of the newly rejuvenated Hanosz Prime of Prime.


“Get my brother in here, and get him fast,” is what those first words were. “I’ve got some very bad news for him.”


A CONVERSATION AT KALAHIDE KEEP


ON EARTH, AT KALAHIDE KEEP, the grand estate of Sinon Kreidge, Sinon Kreidge sits brooding in his conjuratorium, pondering oblivion. To him, now, comes his daughter Kaivilda:


“I’ve been to the Plain, father. I’ve heard the Oracle speak.”


He stares at her, with little show of interest.


“There is no reason for despair. A king who has no kingdom will come to us,” Kaivilda tells him. “He will take the Earth on his shoulders and carry it to safety.”


Sinon Kreidge continues to stare. His face is expressionless.


“This has no meaning for me,” he says, finally. “Nothing can save us. Nothing, Kaivilda.”


And he returns to his gloom.


Abdicating?


“—abdicating, Prime? But you can’t! You absolutely can’t! It’s never been done. It’s ridiculous. It’s impossible. It isn’t even constitutional!”


“It is now,” said Hanosz Prime of Prime. “What’s the sense of being the hereditary absolute monarch if I can’t make unilateral proclamations? I’m quitting, and that’s that. You’re the new Prime of Prime. Or will be, the moment my abdication becomes effective.”


“Which is when?” his brother asked, with symptoms of shock beginning to make themselves visible on his face.


“As soon as my ship leaves Prime’s gravitational field,” said Hanosz Prime of Prime. “I’ll send you a signal when it does. And then—”


“No. I refuse.”


“You’re the heir presumptive, aren’t you?”


“Well—”


“No sense dithering. You have to do it. Look: I clear out and am never seen again. The throne is vacant. You take over. It’s that simple.”


Prime’s only brother—his formal name was Gililon Alahoom Tigibain Thrip and the usual binary digits, but everyone called him Prime Two—was sixty years younger than Prime, but he was also a little more than two thirds of the way through his current lifespan, which meant that he was definitely middle-aged just now and in no condition to have things of this sort dumped on him by his suddenly youthful and apparently berserk older brother. His eyes—there were five of them, arranged in a pentagram—filmed over with horror. His tendrils drooped. His genital escutcheon turned from bright crimson to a dejected pale green.


“No,” he said again. “It’s unthinkable.”


“Maybe so. But you better start thinking it, though.”


“I’ve had no training. I was never supposed to be doing this.”


“Or anything else. I know. I sympathize deeply.”


“Prime!”


“They’ll be calling you that soon, won’t they?”


Prime’s brother was trembling with shock.


He begged, he moaned, he cajoled, he did half a dozen other highly unkingly things, while the high officers of the court watched with sickly expressions on their faces. But Prime was the absolute monarch, and so by definition his word was law. His sixty-four-times-removed ancestor, the greatly revered Founder, had quietly gathered up title to every scrap of the planet in the early days of the settlement and had taken total control of everything; and each of his heirs through the succeeding sixty-four generations had enjoyed the same unalloyed power. The Prime of Prime’s word was inherently unchallengeable, and that was that. If Hanosz Prime wanted to step down from the throne, there was no way of preventing him from doing it.


“You were always a strange one,” Prime Two said balefully. “They should have realized you were unstable before they ever made you the Prime. All those tortured dreams of yours—those weird jumbled visions—”


“Good,” Prime said. “The world will be well rid of me, then. How nice for everyone to have a perfectly sane individual like you taking charge of things.”
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